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Modifying Our Culture to
Realize the Vision
The Whittier Union High School District has a history of proactively implementing reforms in order to provide our students with a quality education. To improve
student achievement in this era of unprecedented legislative requirements, we
have to be strategic to keep ahead of the state and federal mandated accountability systems.
We developed a history and culture of decentralization over a very long period of
time. This approach served us well in an age when we were able to respond in
different ways to meet the needs of each individual site. But in this age of standards,
accountability, sanctions, and less than adequate funding, we must use all of our
energies and resources to focus on a common priority – improved student achievement. It is necessary that we work in a more synchronized way and yet continue
to value and embrace the uniqueness of each staff member, emphasizing that students will have the benefit of learning from teachers with different styles.

Sandra Thorstenson
Superintendent

We are committed to doing everything we can to prepare our students well for their futures. This commitment
coupled with the growing complexity of challenges that confront public education necessitates that our District
seek the mid-point between centralization and decentralization. The purpose of this brochure is to clarify
expectations and to provide specific processes and protocols that will facilitate a more focused and consistent
implementation of our instructional vision.
Whittier Union is dedicated to equity and excellence. A quality standards-driven instructional program that
is consistently delivered will help to ensure that students from neighborhoods of varying socio-economic
backgrounds will be provided with instruction that is equal in quality. The highest level of quality instruction
will be provided to all. By working closely together and learning from one another we will collectively raise
the level of our work. Our profession remains a combination of art and science, yet with the evolution of the
state and federal accountability systems we would be remiss if we did not implement a more cohesive instructional program. We must be equipped to address the challenges that public education faces in this era of
accountability and sanctions. We are focused on high achievement for all of our students so that we do everything possible to narrow the achievement gap between our highest and lowest performing students, ensuring
equity and excellence for all.

{

…we must use all of our energies and
resources to focus on a common priority –
improved student achievement.

}

REALIZING THE VISION
The District Vision describes our commitment to work to meet the educational needs of all students; our commitment to the
implementation of courses aligned with the State content standards; our commitment to provide support to our teachers; and,
the expectation of continuous improvement in student academic performance, including high-stakes assessments, i.e.,
California Standards Tests, the High School Exit Examination, and increasing our graduation rate.

STEPS IN REALIZING THE VISION
Step #1: Common Instructional Materials
The Whittier Union High School District follows the State Instructional Materials Adoption Sequence approved
by the California State Board of Education. When the State Board of Education approves books according to the
adoption cycle, the District works with the Curriculum Improvement Teams comprised of Department Chairs to
thoroughly investigate all textbooks and supplemental materials, including educational technology that is available through the approved publishers. After having compared the materials, with considerable input from each
site, the CITs will make the final decision on a common textbook. All District schools have an opportunity to
preview and analyze materials before a decision is made on common District-wide textbooks.
The District assumes the responsibility for purchasing books to ensure that each student is assigned an individual textbook. Sites then are responsible for keeping accurate inventories, monitoring check out and collection procedures and replacing the textbooks as deemed necessary until the next adoption cycle. This has proven to be a
more cost efficient strategy as higher volume brings greater discounts, more support materials for teachers and
greater services from publishers. This step also satisfies the requirements of the William’s Lawsuit Settlement
impacting all schools in California.

The California State Board of Education has scheduled the following Textbook Adoption Cycle Calendar:
■ July 2009 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Reading/Language Arts/ELD
■ July 2012 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Social Science & Foreign Language
■ July 2013 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Science & Health
■ July 2014. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Mathematics

Step #2 District-wide Quarterly Common Assessments & Essential Standards
As we adopt common textbook materials, we develop District-wide Pacing Guides and District-wide Quarterly
Common Assessments that are collaboratively developed with input from all schools. In the development of
District Quarterly Common Assessments, we strive to ensure that we produce high-quality assessments that are
carefully calibrated to accurately assess standards.

Each subject area has approved State content standards that include more standards than can be thoroughly and
effectively taught in a school year. The District will continue to utilize Essential Standards to focus instruction on
the most important areas. The Essential Standards are those content standards that appear most frequently in
commonly used high-stakes assessments, i.e., High School Exit Exam, and California Standards Tests, and are
necessary for students to know as they progress to the next level course in the sequence. It is critical that these
Essential Standards be reflected prominently in all Site-based Interim Assessments and District Quarterly Assessments,
and that the instructional program provides students with the content and skills consistent with those standards.
So much of our academic accountability rests on the shoulders of the core academic departments; however, we
also know and value that each and every discipline, core academic or not, contributes significantly to the academic
success of our students. We want to very clearly demonstrate our support for all programs, core and elective.
Despite this age of accountability, we continue to deeply believe that our schools have to offer more than core
academic subjects. Many of the significant experiences that shaped all of our lives happened outside of English,
History, and Math and Science classes. The District affirms and will continue to stand resolutely in support of
these programs and will continue to protect them in this changing world of academic accountability. Elective
courses are a great asset in providing hands-on application of the Essential Standards and support a deeper understanding and context for teaching Literacy and Numeracy.

Step #3 Site Based Interim Assessments
Each site is supported in developing frequent Interim Standards-based Assessments to be administered for the purpose
of identifying students who are in need of immediate intervention and to assess the degree to which students are
learning the expected Essential Standards. The goal of these Interim Assessments is to provide teachers and students
with more immediate feedback on student performance and allow teachers to adjust the pacing of content. It is
expected that sites construct interim assessments every three weeks and discuss the results of these assessments in order
to share “best practices” in our effort to continually improve instruction. In addition, we need to confidently identify
gaps in student learning and respond to early indications that some students are not mastering the standards.

Step #4 Implementing the Pyramid of Interventions
When a student begins to fall behind academically and is not able to progress to the desired level of proficiency, then
we, as a system, need to personally respond to that student. In the past, we may have moved forward in covering the
course content, acknowledging that a certain number of students were not going to keep up and learn at the same pace
as the rest of the class. We can no longer respond in the same way. The Pyramid of Interventions is a systematic organization of support that results in directed and required interventions for each struggling student. In essence, we are creating a system that holds students accountable when they do not learn. As the shape of a pyramid suggests, this system is developed to provide the most appropriate intervention in increasing levels of time and support for every
student in need. A range of responses must be available — from an intervention that will meet the needs of many students, i.e. tutoring, to a more restrictive intervention for a smaller number of students, i.e. alternative education or
special education.

The expectation is that as professional educators we will:
■ Intervene in a timely manner with students who are struggling
■ Require, rather than invite, students to participate in interventions
■ Provide a systematic next step for students who are still not successful

Elements of the Pyramid of Interventions
Freshman Support
■

We know that the transition from middle school to high school can be very challenging. Whittier Union is committed to helping the most challenged students with specialized support through our Bridge, ACE and Guided
Study programs. These programs provide high levels of support and monitoring so that we can increase academic
success with a very high risk population.

■

In addition, Whittier Union provides a Ninth Grade Counseling Program for parents and students called “Parent
Partnership.” This program seeks to strengthen the tie between the school and parents before students begin the ninth
grade. It is expected that 100% of students and parents participate in this powerful program.

■

Freshman First Day provides an opportunity for students to attend school and meet their teachers with only a few
older student leaders, including Link Crew, to guide them. This special time provides a welcome environment
where freshman can more easily transition to high school. Each ninth grade student is required to sign up for at least
two co-curricular programs so that they are connected to the school beyond the required academics.

■

Link Crew is a specialized program where teachers facilitate a curriculum for junior and senior student mentors
who regularly meet with entering ninth grade students. This mentor program provides an outstanding opportunity for
entering students to transition to the high school environment and seek the guidance and support they need from an
older, responsible peer.

Guidance Support
The Whittier Union High School District seeks to create a school environment that nurtures and supports students who are
struggling personally and academically.
■

Campus Watch is a special initiative managed by the Guidance Office that provides personal support to students
who face personal challenges such as a serious illness, accidents, divorce, death or other major personal events.
This coordinated initiative seeks to ensure that all students who face these personal challenges are connected to
adults on campus in whom they can confide and trust to provide them with the personal support they need. Whittier
Union is committed to setting high expectations for all students while being the kindest and most supportive system for the students and families we serve.

■

Whittier Union deeply values the role counselors play in monitoring students academically and socially, as well
as coordinating a personal guidance plan that leads to a clear future that includes graduation and a smooth transition to college or future training beyond graduation. Counselors play a vital role in ensuring that students progress
to graduation and maintain a central responsibility in directing students to timely interventions so that students
graduate in four years.

■

Certain student problems require on-going support beyond the capacity of the school system. Whittier Union is dedicated to building and maintaining strong relationships with outside agencies that provide specialized counseling
for many of the unique problems that our students face.

Utilization of Time and Bell Schedules
Time is one of the great resources that we harness to support our commitment to excellence. An outstanding culture of collaboration and trust has resulted in each campus crafting and approving alternative bell schedules.
■

Collaborative Time is essential within a bell schedule so that teachers have adequate time to meet to coordinate department efforts, identify struggling students, assess student success, and implement the post-assessment protocols so
that we are able to learn from one another and more effectively improve the science and craft of teaching.

■

Alternative Bell Schedules also allow for interventions to be held within the school day so that interventions can be
required when the students are present and not simply invited when other students are not on campus. Our intervention work is based on the knowledge and experience that invited interventions fail to attract the students who need
to be present while interventions embedded in the school day result in much more effective student support.

Preventive Steps to Help Avoid Failure
Whittier Union seeks to create a culture that identifies new strategies to help students succeed by challenging some of our
past assumptions.
■

Retesting policies — Whittier Union is committed to helping students learn. In many cases, that means that if a student fails a test, we provide additional support and then retest that student with an alternative assessment. In this
way, we help our students grow academically rather than suffer permanently for a temporary and addressable failure. The appropriate consequence for failing a test is to require the student to learn the content. The goal of our retesting policies is to ensure that students are not released from the responsibility of learning the course content.

■

Grading Scale — Many teachers have started to use a grading scale that uses an “equal interval” distribution of grading, providing a greater opportunity for teachers to use grades that more accurately reflect learning. This new
approach eliminates the traditional practice where a student received an “F” for anything under 60% correct and
a “D” for 60% to 70%, and corresponding 10% intervals for other letter grades. Changing the grading system to a
four-point system that assigns a “0” for an “F” and a “1” for a “D” eliminates the skewed inequity inherent in the
old percentage system. As Dr. Doug Reeves contends, common use of a zero today is based not on a four-point scale
but on a 100-point scale, which defies logic and mathematical accuracy. This new equal interval grading scale
more accurately reflects learning in this era of assessing standards and the degree to which students meet proficiency.

Increased Student and Parent Feedback
We are committed to ensuring that both students and parents receive timely information on student progress. Helping parents monitor their child’s grades and assignments strengthens the partnership between the school and community.
■

Whittier Union has implemented a policy where students and parents receive grades in each class every 4.5 weeks.
More frequent grading periods result in greater communication with parents and help identify students who are struggling academically in a more timely manner.

■

Teleparent is a proprietary phone calling system where teachers can send parents recorded messages specifically
about their child in a very time-efficient manner. This increased school-to-home communication helps parents
more effectively monitor their child’s progress.

The Measurable Targets that indicate our success in the Pyramid of Interventions work are:
■

Increasing the A-G completion Rate

■

Increasing the On-Target for Graduation Rate

■

Increasing the Graduation Rate

Why Implement These Strategies?
We have seen it work. As a District, we have witnessed the most significant academic growth in those areas where there has
been a high level of commitment to the implementation of pacing guides, common assessments, analyzing student results,
sharing best instructional practices and effectively implementing the Pyramid of Interventions.
The purpose of the District Quarterly Assessments and the Site Interim Assessments are to provide teachers with data they
can use to redirect instruction and improve student performance. These frequent assessments help identify students who
require “interventions,” students who need additional time and support so that they do not fall behind academically.
Assessments provide an early warning system, thus giving us the ability to assist students with proactive support. We do not
want to wait until a student fails a course to provide assistance.
We know that in the past, a class progressed steadily on to the next set of lessons, irrespective of the students’ performance. New
curriculum was introduced and taught in spite of the data, rather than enlightened by the use of the student performance results.
The intent of both District Quarterly Assessments and the more frequent Site Interim Assessments is to more closely monitor student learning and guide instructional decision-making. Ultimately, our goal is to increase our students’ level of achievement and
our four-year graduation rate, which is a significant measure of the Federal “No Child Left Behind Act.” We must commit ourselves to collectively do “Whatever it Takes” to help our students improve academically and effectively learn and grow.

DISTRICT-WIDE PRACTICES FOLLOWING
SITE Based INTERIM ASSESSMENTS AND
DISTRICT-WIDE QUARTERLY ASSESSMENTS
Review Outcome Data
The student performance data derived from both the District-wide and Site Based Interim Common Assessments provides
invaluable information to teachers, students, parents, and other instructional leaders. This information is used in regular
department and Curriculum Improvement Team meetings to drive discussions about student achievement and improvement of instruction. These discussions, facilitated by the Department Chairs or Course Lead Teachers, utilize data from student performance on the standards-based assessments to analyze the correlation between instruction and assessment results.
The data guides us in identifying where adjustments need to be made in instruction and allows us to develop focused interventions designed to better prepare students to take responsibility for their own learning.

The District’s and Site’s Role in Developing
Common Assessments
The District will:
■ Provide staff development and support to facilitate the continued development and refinement
of the Common Assessments.
■

Take the lead in facilitating the Common
Assessment process.

■

Provide facilitation development for Department
Chairs and Course Lead Teachers who, as instructional leaders, guide discussions based on aggregate common assessment data results. This facilitation training is centralized to ensure the sharing
of best practices across the District and is continually improved based on insights gained at
each site. The Department Chairs and Course
Lead Teachers play an important role in this
development process.

Each school is expected to:
■ Develop locally produced Site Interim Standardsbased Assessments to support and complement the
District Quarterly Common Assessments. These Site
Based Interim Assessments need to be carefully
aligned with the District’s Essential Standards,
which provide all students with the skills, information and knowledge to be successful on the
High School Exit Examination and other highstakes assessments. The Interim Assessments should
be conducted every three weeks.

The District and Sites Working Collaboratively
Although this is a highly collaborative process, the role of the Department Chairs and Course Lead Teachers are critical to the
successful development of all Common Assessments. Department Chairs and Course Lead Teachers need to be prepared to
recognize and evaluate quality assessments, coordinate and facilitate departmental discussions on student performance data
and make recommendations to revise and adapt instructional strategies and course content based on these discussions.
The District recognizes that this is demanding and complex work. The Whittier Union High School District is committed to
providing a high level of ongoing support, training, and consultation to ensure the successful development and implementation of Common Assessments based upon District Essential Standards.

CHALLENGES & ROLES
In order to effectively support the implementation of the District’s instructional plan we continue to support the following
positions to lead this very important work.

Intervention Specialist
The goal of the Intervention Specialist is to increase the number of students at each site who are on-target for graduation at
each grade level; increase the number of students who complete the A-G sequence; and, improve the graduation rate. The
Intervention Specialist uses grades, data, attendance, and other relevant information to assign students to the appropriate intervention at the school or within the community and monitor progress in order to continually assess and reassign students as
needed. The Intervention Specialist monitors grades at appropriate intervals of all ninth graders with “D’s” and “F’s” and
coordinates identification of students in need of intervention with Course Lead Teachers and Department Chairs. They communicate with teachers regarding student progress and assignments, work closely with the Assistant Principal of Guidance
and Counselors to coordinate intervention efforts, monitor the effectiveness of interventions, and provide periodic feedback
to core departments regarding intervention efforts

Department Chairs
Department Chairs are instructional leaders who lead their department in the area of curriculum and instruction, but with
greater emphasis on coordinating the work of Course Lead Teachers and ensuring that both the District-wide and Site Based
Interim Assessments are being constructed, implemented and refined. As the Department Chair is not able to facilitate the
discussion of the results of the common assessments in all subject areas within their department, the Course Lead Teachers
assist in this important effort.

Course Lead Teachers
Course Lead Teachers coordinate the implementation of course pacing guides and implementation of at least four Districtwide Common Assessments per year as well as the Site Based Interim Assessments. This person aligns department test
questions to standards, oversees the printing of tests and student scan sheets, ensures that students’ tests are scanned, and
helps print reports in formats that will enlighten instructional practices. The Course Lead Teacher facilitates discussions
analyzing student performance and identifying areas that need to be examined more critically for improvement. Also, the
Course Lead Teacher works closely with teachers and the Intervention Specialist to identify students in need of intervention. A major focus of the facilitation is to share best practices for teaching that contribute to improving student learning
and achievement of the standards.

EADMS/Inspect Site Support
The EADMS On Site Support Person trains teachers, department chairs and course lead teachers how to align questions to
standards, print tests, print student scan sheets, scan student test sheets and print useful reports that will inform instructional
practices. This person serves as the technical guide in effectively implementing the EADMS/Inspect Technology so that the
District’s vision is manageable for the teachers who need assistance, guidance, training and trouble-shooting expertise.

The Role of Teachers
Teachers play the central role in increasing student achievement and need to blend both the science and art of instruction
as we seek to engage students in the learning process. The creative energies and considerable insights of capable caring
educators provide the magic of learning. Gifted teachers have touched us all. It is our desire to ensure that the insights into
effective teaching strategies that result in measurable increases in student achievement be shared and expanded.

IMPROVING INSTRUCTION THROUGH
ANALYZING ASSESSMENT DATA
The purpose of the District’s Quarterly Assessments and the Site Based Interim Assessments is to provide teachers with
data so that it can inform instruction. Gaps in student learning can be identified quickly and addressed by adjusting
instruction to fill those gaps, providing a stronger foundation for solid learning. These assessments also help identify students who require “interventions,” students who would benefit from additional support so that they do not fall behind academically. Students must be provided with the support they need as soon as there is a danger of failure present. We must
not wait until summer when the gaps in learning are so numerous that they are overwhelmingly difficult to address.
In classrooms of earlier years, regardless of the students’ performance, the class moved on to the next set of lessons. New
curriculum was introduced and taught, despite data that suggested many students did not learn the material. The purpose
of both the District Quarterly Assessments and the Site Based Interim Assessments is to provide data that illuminates
important insights into student learning in order to guide instructional decision-making.
The District’s Quarterly Assessments and the Site Based Interim Assessments are especially informative, as they help teachers:
■ Monitor student learning over time rather than waiting for grading periods when it is often too late to save a student from failing a class.
■ Identify effective instructional practices so that instruction can be refined by collective input from other professionals.
■ Identify areas that need to be retaught to the entire class.
■ Provide timely and effective interventions to meet individual learning needs so that we increase the number of
students on track for graduation and meet the new requirements of “No Child Left Behind.”

TOOLS FOR IMPLEMENTING THE VISION
GUIDELINES FOR DEVELOPING QUALITY COMMON ASSESSMENTS
The District has established the following beliefs that serve to guide the construction, implementation and follow-up activities
for common and interim assessments.
■

The assessments must be carefully aligned to the
content identified in the pacing guide and measure what students have been asked to learn.

■

The questions must be individually analyzed
to ensure that they are clear, focused, agreedupon, reliable and valid assessments that accurately measure a specific curriculum standard.

■

Each assessment must have a designated level
of performance for determining proficiency.

■

The assessment results must be able to identify students who are in need of immediate
intervention.

■

When analyzed at the class and department
level, the data should provide questions that
need to be discussed by department members
so that insights are gained that improve the
quality of student learning.

■

After each assessment, poor questions should
be replaced to ensure that the assessments are
being continually improved and refined.

■

Assessment results must be tracked from year
to year so that each department has a longitudinal record of past performance to adequately
gauge the level of student learning and instruction from year to year.

THE COLLABORATIVE ASSESSMENT
CONFERENCE PROTOCOL
This protocol was adapted from Harvard University by the Whittier Union High School District and takes anywhere from 45
to 75 minutes to complete. This protocol should be used during the discussion of all District-wide Quarterly Assessments and
all Site Based Interim Common Assessments.

Preparing for the Common Assessment
1. Hand out copies of the assessment
2. Review the pacing guide and the content covered
3. Review, discuss and, if necessary, modify the common assessments

Preparing for the Common Assessment Meeting
1. All assessment data is collected and scanned
2. A copy of the summary test results is pulled off of EADMS by each individual teacher
3. Additional data, as needed, is compiled by the Course Lead Teacher and/or Department Chair and a summary
returned to each teacher one day before the meeting

The Common Assessment Meeting
(All teachers administering the exam should be at the meeting)
1. Review the pacing guide and the content covered
2. Hand out copies of the assessment and framework
3. Review the standards measured by the assessment
4. The participants analyze the data and discuss the following questions:
a. What are the students’ strengths and weaknesses on the assessment?
b. How many students in your class and in the department met the standard of proficiency?
c. Which students did not meet the standard in your class?
d. What does the distribution of scores in your class and the department tell you?
e. What successful strategies were used in areas where strong results were observed?

Discussing Implications for Teaching and Learning
The group discusses their thoughts about their own teaching, students’ learning, or ways to support struggling students. Ask
the following questions:
■

Based on the data, if you could teach the curriculum over again, what would you do differently?

■

What did you learn from teaching this unit and the assessment results that you will apply to the next unit?

■

How do these data compare with the other results you have?

■

How much confidence do you have in the data? Are the questions in the assessment valid? Do you need to add or
delete questions to improve the assessment?

The variables for analysis might include:
•
•
•
•
•

Alignment issues
Instructional strategies
Motivation & engagement strategies
Homework assignments
Sequence of curriculum

•
•
•
•
•

Corrective instruction in class
After-school intensive interventions
Grouping strategies
Time allocation and pacing
Guided practice in class

Reflecting on the Conference
Putting the common assessment data aside, the group reflects together on how they experienced the conference itself and
what steps can be taken to improve the conference for the next common assessment results meeting.

Guidelines for Facilitators
1. Be assertive about keeping time. A protocol that doesn't allow for all the questions to be discussed will do a disservice to the facilitator, the work presented, and the participants. Make sure that you understand the process and
have prepared all of the information necessary ahead of time. Don't let one participant monopolize the discussion.
2. Be protective of people’s opinions. By establishing a respectful, professional climate, people will be encouraged
to speak up when they observe something important. You must keep the conversation professional and not personal.
3. Encourage substantive discourse. Without the thoughtful and probing questions contained in the protocols and the
comments of insightful practitioners there will be little benefit to the time invested in common assessments and analyzing data.
4. Ensure that the discussions focus on highlighting best practices and not diminishing those teachers whose students may not have performed well on the assessment.
5. Make certain that each department establishes norms for these common assessment meetings. Some of these
norms should include:
■

Be prepared for the meeting

■

Start on time and end on time

■

Cover all questions in the protocol

■

Stay focused on the task

■

Be respectful at all times

■

No side conversations

■

Share responsibilities

